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57 ABSTRACT

An apparatus and a method for inspecting matter and the use
thereof for sorting recyclable material including transparent
material are disclosed. The apparatus comprises a lighting
unit for projecting a concentrated diffused lighting onto the
matter to generate a specular reflected light beam represen-
tative of the inspected matter. The apparatus comprises an
imaging unit mounted according to a given imaging angle
with respect to the projected concentrated diffused lighting
for imaging the specular reflected light beam to provide
image data representative of the inspected matter. The appa-
ratus comprises an analyzing unit for analyzing the image
data and providing matter characterization data based on the
specular reflected light beam representative of the inspected
matter.

21 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets
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PROJECTING A CONCENTRATED DIFFUSED LIGHTING
ONTO AT LEAST A PORTION OF THE MATTER FOR
GENERATING A SPECULAR REFLECTED LIGHT BEAM
REPRESENTATIVE OF THE INSPECTED MATTER

y r" 920

IMAGING AT LEAST A PORTION OF THE
SPECULAR REFLECTED LIGHT BEAM TO
PROVIDE IMAGE DATA REPRESENTATIVE OF
THE INSPECTED MATTER
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ANALYZING THE IMAGE DATA FOR PROVIDING
MATTER CHARACTERIZATION DATA BASED ON
THE AT LEAST A PORTION OF THE SPECULAR
REFLECTED LIGHT BEAM REPRESENTATIVE OF
THE INSPECTED MATTER
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1
APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR
INSPECTING MATTER AND USE THEREOF
FOR SORTING RECYCLABLE MATTER

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is a national phase entry of PCT
Application No. PCT/IB2011/053664, entitled “APPARA-
TUS AND METHOD FOR INSPECTING MATTER AND
USE THEREOF FOR SORTING RECYCLABLE MAT-
TER” filed on Aug. 19, 2011, the specification of which is
hereby incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to an apparatus and a method for
inspecting matter using specular reflected light. It also relates
to applications of the method for performing automatic mate-
rial sorting, automatic classification of transparent material
and automatic process control as non-limitative examples.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Imaging systems for obtaining spectral data of a plurality
of inspection points of an inspected surface are widely used
for automatically inspecting various objects in a great variety
of applications such as automated recycling of plastic and
other materials for example. They generally comprise a light-
ing unit for projecting light onto the objects conveyed and an
imaging unit for imaging the light reflected from the objects,
as illustrated in the imaging system 100 of FIG. 1 (PRIOR
ART). The reflected light may then be analyzed to character-
ize the objects before sorting them.

Such imaging systems devised to automatic material sort-
ing are described in U.S. Pat. No. 7,113,272 and in PCT
application  publication  numbers  W02004016362;
WO09606689; WO0057160 and WO2005106438.

Each ofthese references discloses an imaging system mini-
mizing or eliminating specular reflections which are
described as parasite reflections. They rely on diffused
reflected light to characterize the objects.

Although these systems may be generally suitable for
inspection of objects having diffusing surfaces, they may not
be adapted for inspecting transparent and/or light material
having poorly diffusing surfaces, which is of great disadvan-
tage.

Indeed, in the prior art systems, a small quantity of diffused
light is nevertheless reflected by the poorly diffusing surfaces
but the measured signal is generally too small to provide
accurate information. Moreover, the measured signal may
even be lost in the noise in some cases.

In order to overcome this disadvantage, it has been pro-
posed to rely on diffused light reflected by a surface located
under the transparent object and which has traveled through
the object under inspection.

In the case of automatic material sorting, a conveying belt
is used for conveying the objects under the imaging system
and then to a sorting station. The diffused light reflected by
the belt may then be used. However, in many applications,
nominal conditions of the belt may change over time and
prevent a reliable inspection of the objects, which is of great
disadvantage.

For example, in the case the belt is clean, his surface may be
highly specular, thereby preventing diffused reflections
towards the imaging unit. Alternatively, in the case the belt is
dirty, diffused reflections towards the imaging unit may be
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enabled, but these reflections may not be considered as
enough reliable for some applications since they may be
altered by the spectral signature of the conveying belt.

Moreover, even if the proposed configurations help mini-
mizing the specular reflections, such specular reflections may
nevertheless reach the imaging unit and saturate the imaging
element. In order to reduce this issue, the imaging element
may be provided with a high dynamic range in order to
minimize saturation issues while enabling maximum detec-
tion of diffused light, but saturation issues may still arise.

Other configurations wherein each of the imaging unit and
the lighting unit extends on both side of the matter respec-
tively have been proposed for imaging light passing through
transparent objects, but they may not be conveniently and
cost-effectively implemented in an online industrial process,
particularly in dirty environments, which is of great disad-
vantage.

It would therefore be desirable to provide an improved
apparatus and an improved method for inspecting various
objects that would reduce at least one of the abovementioned
drawbacks.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Accordingly, there is provided an apparatus for inspecting
matter, the apparatus comprising a lighting unit for projecting
a concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a portion of the
matter to generate a specular reflected light beam represen-
tative of the inspected matter. The apparatus comprises an
imaging unit mounted according to a given imaging angle
with respect to the projected concentrated diffused lighting
for imaging at least a portion of the specular reflected light
beam to provide image data representative of the inspected
matter. The apparatus also comprises an analyzing unit opera-
tively connected to the imaging unit for analyzing the image
data and providing matter characterization data based on the
at least a portion of the specular reflected light beam repre-
sentative of the inspected matter.

The apparatus may enable a reliable inspection of trans-
parent and light material without relying on a conveying
surface on which objects lie, which is of great advantage since
the optical properties of the conveying surface may change or
become non-uniform over time.

The apparatus may also enable automatic material sorting
and automatic classification of transparent material, which is
of great advantage.

Moreover, the apparatus may be adapted for online indus-
trial process wherein the matter is provided in a continuous
flow, which is also of great advantage.

Moreover, the apparatus may be simple to implement and
maintain and does not need time consuming calibration or
fine tuning procedures, which is of great advantage for cost-
effectively inspecting matter.

In one embodiment, the concentrated diffused lighting is
angularly projected onto the matter.

In one embodiment, the specular reflected light beam com-
prises a plurality of specular rays selected from a group con-
sisting of specular rays of second surface, specular rays of
third surface and specular rays of fourth surface.

In a further embodiment, the specular reflected light beam
further comprises specular rays of a supporting surface sup-
porting the matter.

In one embodiment, the concentrated diffused lighting fur-
ther generates a diffused reflected light beam representative
of the inspected matter and the imaging unit is adapted for
imaging at least a portion of the diffused reflected light beam.
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In a further embodiment, the matter characterization data are
further based on the at least a portion of the diffused reflected
light beam.

This is of great advantage since it may enable a reliable
inspection of differing materials such as a flow of matter
comprising opaque materials and transparent materials.

In one embodiment, the matter characterization data com-
prises matter identification data. This may be of great advan-
tage for plastic classification applications.

In one embodiment, the projected concentrated diffused
lighting and the imaging unit extend at a similar angle on each
side of a normal of a surface of the matter. This may be of
great advantage for maximizing specular reflections gener-
ated by horizontal surfaces.

In another embodiment, the projected concentrated dif-
fused lighting and the imaging unit extend on a side of a
normal of a supporting surface supporting the matter. This
may be of great advantage for minimizing specular reflections
generated by horizontal surfaces while increasing specular
reflections generated by non-horizontal surfaces.

In one embodiment, the lighting unit comprises a converg-
ing lens and a limited diffusion angle diffuser mounted with a
light source, the converging lens being mounted proximal the
light source. In a further embodiment, the converging lens and
the limited diffusion angle diffuser are integrated in a Fresnel
lens.

In another embodiment, the lighting unit comprises a lim-
ited diffusion angle reflector mounted with a light source. In
a further embodiment, the limited diffusion angle reflector
comprises a patterned aluminum sheet providing a diffusing
mirror.

In yet another embodiment, the lighting unit comprises a
diffuser and a converging optical element mounted with a
light source, the diffuser being mounted proximal the light
source. In a further embodiment, the converging optical ele-
ment comprises a converging mirror.

In still a further embodiment, the apparatus comprises a
control unit operatively connected to the lighting unit for
controlling projection of the concentrated diffused lighting
and thereby relative intensities of the specular reflected light
beam and the diffused reflected light beam. In one embodi-
ment, the solid angle of the projected concentrated diffused
lighting may be adjusted according to a given application.

In one embodiment, the projected concentrated diffused
lighting has a given intensity enabling generation of the
specular reflected light beam with an intensity adapted to a
dynamic range of the imaging unit.

In one embodiment, the projected concentrated diffused
lighting has a solid angle comprised between 0.15 steradian
and 0.6 steradian, and the apparatus further comprises a con-
trol unit operatively connected to the lighting unit for con-
trolling the solid angle of the concentrated diffused lighting.

In one embodiment, the matter comprises transparent
material.

In one embodiment, the matter comprises waste of difter-
ing materials.

According to another aspect, there is also provided a
method for inspecting matter, the method comprising project-
ing a concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a portion of
the matter for generating a specular reflected light beam rep-
resentative of the inspected matter; imaging at least a portion
of the specular reflected light beam to provide image data
representative of the inspected matter; and analyzing the
image data for providing matter characterization data based
on the at least a portion of the specular reflected light beam
representative of the inspected matter.
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In one embodiment, the processing step of projecting a
concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a portion of the
matter comprises providing a lighting beam; concentrating
the lighting beam to provide a concentrated lighting; and
diffusing the concentrated lighting according to a given lim-
ited diffusion angle to thereby provide the concentrated dif-
fused lighting.

In another embodiment, the processing step of projecting a
concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a portion of the
matter comprises providing a lighting beam; and reflecting
the lighting beam towards the at least a portion of the matter
according to a given limited diffusion angle to thereby pro-
vide the concentrated diffused lighting.

In yet another embodiment, the processing step of project-
ing a concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a portion of
the matter comprises providing a lighting beam; diffusing the
lighting beam for providing a diffused lighting; and converg-
ing the diffused lighting towards the at least a portion of the
matter to thereby provide the concentrated diffused lighting.

In still a further embodiment, the method further comprises
projecting an additional concentrated diffused lighting onto
the at least a portion of the matter for generating an additional
specular reflected light beam representative of the inspected
matter; and imaging at least a portion of the additional
reflected light beam to provide additional image data repre-
sentative of the inspected matter. This is of great advantage
since it may enable to enhance image data for various relative
orientations of the surface of the matter.

In one embodiment, the processing step of analyzing the
image data comprises determining a spectral absorption of
the inspected matter.

According to another aspect, there is also provided the use
of the method for inspecting matter as defined above for
automatic material sorting.

According to another aspect, there is also provided the use
of the method for inspecting matter as defined above for
automatic classification of transparent material.

According to another aspect, there is also provided the use
of the method for inspecting matter as defined above for
automatic manufacturing process control.

These and other objects, advantages and features of the
present invention will become more apparent to those skilled
in the art upon reading the details of the invention more fully
set forth below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In order that the invention may be readily understood,
embodiments of the invention are illustrated by way of
example in the accompanying drawings.

FIG. 1 (PRIOR ART) shows a schematic representation of
a typical configuration of an apparatus for inspecting matter
enabling to minimize specular reflected rays reaching the
imaging unit.

FIG. 2 illustrates various types of lighting rays reflected
from an object under inspection, according to one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 3 shows a schematic representation of a projected
lighting enabling maximizing specular reflected rays reach-
ing an imaging unit, according to one embodiment.

FIG. 4 shows an apparatus for inspecting matter, according
to one embodiment.

FIG. 5A shows a lighting unit of an apparatus for inspect-
ing matter, according to another embodiment.

FIG. 5B shows another lighting unit of an apparatus for
inspecting matter, according to still another embodiment.
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FIG. 6A shows a schematic representation of a projected
concentrated diffused lighting and generated specular
reflected rays reaching an imaging unit, according to one
embodiment.

FIG. 6B shows another schematic representation of a pro-
jected concentrated diffused lighting and generated specular
reflected rays reaching an imaging unit, according to another
embodiment.

FIG. 7A shows a schematic representation of the relative
angular positioning of the lighting unit and the imaging unit
of an apparatus for inspecting matter, according to one
embodiment.

FIG. 7B shows another schematic representation of the
relative angular positioning of the lighting unit and the imag-
ing unit of an apparatus for inspecting matter, according to
another embodiment.

FIG. 8A shows image data obtained with an apparatus for
inspecting matter mounted according to the configuration
shown in FIG. 7A, according to one embodiment.

FIG. 8B shows image data obtained with an apparatus for
inspecting matter mounted according to the configuration
shown in FIG. 7B, according to one embodiment.

FIG. 9 is a flow chart of a method for inspecting matter, in
accordance with one embodiment.

Further details of the invention and its advantages will be
apparent from the detailed description included below.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following description of the embodiments, refer-
ences to the accompanying drawings are by way of illustra-
tion of examples by which the invention may be practiced. It
will be understood that various other embodiments may be
made and used without departing from the scope of the inven-
tion disclosed.

There is disclosed an apparatus and a method for inspect-
ing matter which may be particularly well adapted for
inspecting various transparent and/or light materials which
are generally poorly diffusing, as a non-limitative example,
while being also adapted for inspecting other types of mate-
rial. As it will become more apparent to the skilled addressee
throughout the reading of the present description, specular
reflected light representative of the inspected matteris used to
provide matter characterization data. In one embodiment, a
spectral absorption of the inspected matter may be deter-
mined from the specular reflected light, as detailed below.

Throughout the present description, the apparatus for
inspecting matter and the implementation of the related
method will be mainly described according to a specific auto-
matic material sorting application. The skilled addressee will
nevertheless appreciate that the method may be used for vari-
ous other applications, comprising automatic classification of
transparent material and automatic process control as non-
limitative examples.

Referring to FIG. 4, there is shown an apparatus 400 for
inspecting matter 402 according to one embodiment. The
apparatus 400 comprises a lighting unit 404 for projecting a
concentrated diffused lighting 406 onto a portion of the mat-
ter 402 to generate a specular reflected light beam 408 repre-
sentative of the inspected matter 402, as better shown in
FIGS. 6A and 6B.

In one embodiment, the specular reflected light beam 408
comprises a plurality of specular rays selected from a group
consisting of specular rays of second surface, specular rays of
third surface and specular rays of fourth surface.

Indeed, referring to FIG. 2 which shows various types of
lighting rays reflected from a transparent bottle 200 under
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inspection, a specular ray of first surface 202 does not carry
any useful information about the material since the ray does
not penetrate it. Nevertheless, in some cases such as wherein
the object under inspection is made of light or transparent
material, a specular reflected ray of first surface 202 is gen-
erally accompanied with a specular reflected ray of second
surface 204. Since this specular ray of second surface 204
penetrates through the material of the bottle 200, it carries a
spectral signature representative of the material under inspec-
tion which may be analyzed to characterize the material.

FIG. 2 also shows a specular reflected ray of fourth surface
206 which may also be used. Indeed, since this specular
reflected ray 206 travels two times through the wall of the
object 200, it also carries a spectral signature representative of
the material under inspection.

In the case the object lies on a conveying belt 208 or any
other support, the top surface 210 of the conveying belt 208
may act as a fitth surface for reflecting light received through
the transparent material. As for the specular reflected rays of
second surface 204, third surface 302 (shown in FIG. 3) and
fourth surface 206, specular reflected rays of fifth surface 212
carry a spectral signature representative of the material of the
bottle 200 and may also be reliably used.

As it will be more detailed below, diffuse reflections rep-
resented with short arrows and coming from the volume of the
bottle 200 may be collected in a further embodiment since
they are reliably representative of the material under inspec-
tion. As apparent to the skilled addressee, diffused reflected
rays of first surface 214 do not carry any useful information
about the material since the rays do not penetrate it.

It is also worth mentioning that diffused reflected rays of
fifth surface 216, i.e. coming from the top surface 210 of the
conveying belt 208 may also be useful under some circum-
stances. Indeed, such diffused reflected rays of fifth surface
216 may carry information relative to the material of the
bottle 200 but it may also contain information relative to the
conveying belt 208.

A smooth or scratched conveying belt may act as a reliable
reflector for providing specular reflected rays of fifth surface
212.

The skilled addressee will appreciate that specular rays of
first surface 202 may be comprised in the specular reflected
light beam 408. However, the specular reflected light beam
408 may comprise enough useful specular reflected rays
enabling a reliable analysis thereof, as detailed below.

Referring again to FIG. 4, the apparatus 400 for inspecting
matter 402 comprises an imaging unit 410 mounted accord-
ing to a given imaging angle with respect to the projected
concentrated diffused lighting 406. The imaging unit 410,
which is a camera or a hyper-spectral camera in one embodi-
ment, is adapted for collecting and imaging at least a portion
of'the specular reflected light beam 408 to provide image data
412 representative of the inspected matter 402, as shown in
FIGS. 8A and 8B and described below. As detailed below, the
given imaging angle may be chosen according to a particular
application. For example, the given imaging angle may be
chosen to maximize or minimize the specular reflected light
coming from horizontal surfaces or other specifically ori-
ented surfaces.

In the above described embodiment, the concentrated dif-
fused lighting 406 is angularly projected onto the matter 402
but the skilled addressee will appreciate that other arrange-
ments may be envisaged for a particular application.

The apparatus 400 for inspecting matter 200 also com-
prises an analyzing unit 414 operatively connected to the
imaging unit 410 for analyzing the image data 412. The
analyzing unit 414 provides matter characterization data 416
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based on the collected portion of the specular reflected light
beam 408 representative of the inspected matter 200. In one
embodiment, the analyzing unit 414 comprises a computer
unit.

The skilled addressee will appreciate that image data may
comprise information for a plurality of inspection points
located on the matter to inspect. Such information may com-
prise 2D spectral data provided by an acquisition unit such as
an imaging unit.

As explained above, the analysis of specular reflected light
may be of great advantage for inspection and characterization
of transparent material. However, in order to provide a more
convenient apparatus, it may be of great advantage that the
apparatus be also well adapted for inspecting various other
types of material such as opaque and/or diffusing material.

Thus, in one embodiment, the concentrated diffused light-
ing 406 is further adapted for generating a diffused reflected
light beam representative of the inspected matter 200, as
shown in F1G. 2. The skilled addressee will appreciate that the
generation of the diffused reflected light beam may depend on
the material of the inspected surface. Indeed, as previously
explained, in the case the material under inspection is an
opaque material, the top surface thereof may generate a dif-
fused reflected light beam when enlightened with the concen-
trated diffused lighting 406. The imaging unit 410 is further
adapted for imaging at least a portion of the diffused reflected
light beam. In other words, in this embodiment, the imaging
unit 410 may collect both specular and diffused reflected
light. In this embodiment, the matter characterization data
416 may be further based on the collected diffused reflected
light beam. This may be of great advantage since the appara-
tus may provide a characterization of the matter for further
processing on a great variety of materials, including a con-
tinuous flow of various types of waste material, as it should
become apparent to the skilled addressee upon reading the
present description.

As it should be apparent from the present description, the
lighting unit 404 may advantageously be adapted to maxi-
mize the specular reflections reaching the imaging unit 410.

Thus, in one embodiment, the lighting unit 404 is adapted
so that specular reflections may occur for several surface
angles of the object, as detailed below.

In a further embodiment, the concentrated diffused lighting
406 is projected angularly on the matter 402, i.e. with respect
to its normal or the normal of the conveying belt, while the
imaging unit 410 is positioned to maximize collection of
specular reflections. The relative position may be in a facing
relationship in one embodiment, with each of the lighting unit
404 and the imaging unit 410 extending at a similar angle on
each side of the normal of the inspected surface as illustrated
in FIG. 6A. The angle between the projected concentrated
diffused lighting 406 and a normal of the object may be
comprised between 0 and 60 degrees in one embodiment,
although various other arrangements may be considered for a
given application. For example, each of the lighting unit 404
and the imaging unit 410 may alternatively extend on a same
side of a vertical normal of the inspected matter, as illustrated
in FIG. 7B, for maximizing specular reflection from an
obliquely oriented inspected surface, as it should become
apparent below to the skilled addressee.

In one embodiment, the generated concentrated diffused
lighting 406 should further be adapted so that the intensity of
the collected specular reflected light beam 408 is not too high
relatively to the dynamic range of the imaging element and
further relatively to the intensity of the collected diffused
reflected light beam. This prevents saturation issues and
enables maximizing the collection of data, which may be of
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great advantage for inspecting matter of various materials.
Moreover, it also allows the use of imaging elements whose
dynamic range may be limited, such as a hyper-spectral cam-
era for example.

To reduce intensity of the specular reflections, for a given
total power, the lighting unit 404 should have an emission
surface which is sufficiently great in order that the intensity in
each point is sufficiently low. An increased emission surface
may also improve probabilities of collection of specular
reflections, which is of great advantage since it may improve
measurement. In other words, the lighting unit 404 should
provide a low density of lighting and a great emission surface,
similarly to a fluorescent lamp for example.

To provide a low density of lighting and a great emission
surface, a diffusing optical element may be used. However, in
this case, a large portion of the projected lighting may be
projected outside the imaged zone. In order to obtain a light-
ing of a sufficient density in the imaged zone, the power ofthe
source should be increased of an order of magnitude, which
may not be acceptable in most applications wherein thermic
power may not be more increased.

To optimize the lighting density of the lighting unit, which
may have to be limited, and also the intensity of illumination,
which may have to be sufficiently high, in one embodiment,
the lighting unit may be adapted to have a diffuse origin and
to provide a concentrated delivery. In this case, for each
measurable point in the inspection zone, there is a plurality of
light rays coming from a plurality of directions.

It is also worth mentioning that the dimension of the pro-
jected concentrated diffused lighting 406 should not be too
large in one embodiment, in order to limit the diffused light-
ing reflected by the conveying belt which may dilute the
useful specular reflected light. For example, a hemispheric
lighting may not be well adapted since reflected specular light
and diffused light reflected by the belt may not be distinguish-
able from each other in some cases.

Thus, as it should become apparent to the skilled
addressee, the emission surface of the light source should be
large enough to provide specular reflections of a sufficiently
low intensity while being small enough for providing specu-
lar reflections whose intensity is high enough without pre-
venting the collection of the useful diffused reflections.

The skilled addressee will appreciate that such a lighting
unit may be of great advantage for inspecting transparent
material. Indeed, in this case, the specular reflections coming
from the object may be tuned to be intense enough to cover the
signal which may be reflected by the belt. The skilled
addressee will also appreciate that such an embodiment may
also be well adapted for inspection of diffusing objects.

Providing a sufficiently large illuminated zone as described
above may be of great advantage since it may reduce mis-
alignment issues which generally arise in the systems of the
prior art wherein the illuminated zone should be carefully
positioned with respect to the imaging zone. Moreover, it may
also simplify manufacturing and maintenance of the appara-
tus, which is also of great advantage.

The apparatus may be well adapted for use in conjunction
with a conveying belt. Indeed, the optimized intensity of the
projected light may be sufficiently limited to prevent an
undesired heating of the conveying belt, which may be of
great advantage in the case the belt has to be stopped.

In one embodiment, the projected concentrated diffused
lighting 406 has a solid angle comprised between 0.15 stera-
dian and 0.6 steradian. In a further embodiment, the solid
angle is 0.3 steradian, although other arrangements may be
considered for a given application.
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Referring again to FIG. 4, in one embodiment, the lighting
unit 404 comprises a light source 418 for providing a lighting
beam 420 and a converging lens 422 mounted proximal the
light source 418 for concentrating the lighting beam 420 and
providing a concentrated lighting 422. The lighting unit 404
also comprises a limited diffusion angle diffuser 424 mounted
with the light source 418 and the converging lens 422 for
diffusing the concentrated lighting 422 according to a given
limited diffusion angle and thereby providing the concen-
trated diffused lighting 406.

In one embodiment, the converging lens 422 and the lim-
ited diffusion angle diffuser 424 may be integrated in a
Fresnel lens.

In another embodiment, the light source 418 may be a
white light source although other arrangements may be con-
sidered. For example, halogen lamps may be used.

Referring now to FIG. 5A, in another embodiment, the
lighting unit 504 comprises a light source 518 for providing a
lighting beam 520 and a limited diffusion angle reflector 530
mounted with the light source 518 for reflecting the lighting
beam 520 towards the matter 200 according to a given limited
diffusion angle and thereby providing the concentrated dif-
fused lighting 406.

In one embodiment, the limited diffusion angle reflector
530 comprises a patterned aluminum sheet providing a dif-
fusing mirror. For example, a sheet of Anolux stucco
MIRO®9 may be used.

Referring now to FIG. 5B, in still another embodiment, the
lighting unit 554 comprises a light source 568 for providing a
lighting beam 570 and a diffuser 580 mounted proximal the
light source 568 for diffusing the lighting beam 570 and
providing a diftused lighting 582. The lighting unit 554 also
comprises a converging optical element 584 mounted with
the light source 568 and the diffuser 580 for converging the
diffused lighting 582 towards the matter 200 and thereby
providing the concentrated diffused lighting 406.

In one embodiment, a frosted bulb is used for the light
source 568 and the diffuser 580. In a further embodiment, the
converging optical element 584 comprises a converging mir-
ror but various other optical arrangements may be envisaged.

Other arrangements enabling to provide a suitable concen-
trated diffused lighting 406 may be considered for a given
application. The skilled addressee will nevertheless appreci-
ate that such arrangements, in one embodiment, should
enable the generation of both the specular reflected light
beam 408 and the diffused reflected light beam at suitable
relative intensities in order to enable inspection of various
material, as detailed above.

As previously explained, in one application, the apparatus
400 is used for sorting various objects of a continuous flow of
matter conveyed on a conveying belt. In this case, the appa-
ratus may be mounted above the conveying belt for projecting
the concentrated diffused lighting 406 on a whole width of the
conveying belt.

As mentioned above, the given imaging angle may be
chosen to specifically maximize or minimize the specular
reflected light coming from horizontal surfaces or other spe-
cifically oriented surfaces.

FIG. 7A shows an embodiment which is particularly well
adapted for maximizing specular reflections of horizontal
surfaces and substantially horizontal surfaces. In this embodi-
ment, as illustrated, the projected concentrated diffused light-
ing 406 and the imaging unit 410 extend at a similar angle on
each side of a normal of the matter. In the illustrated embodi-
ment, the similar angle is 5 degrees.

As it should become apparent to the skilled addressee, this
embodiment is of great advantage. Indeed, it enables to maxi-
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mize the surfaces which may be imaged since substantially
horizontal surfaces statistically appear more frequently in
some applications. Moreover, it may enable to keep most of
the collected image data in a given dynamic range, which is
also of great advantage.

FIG. 7B shows an embodiment of another configuration
which is particularly well adapted for limiting specular
reflections of horizontal surfaces. In this embodiment, as
illustrated, the projected concentrated diffused lighting 406
and the imaging unit 410 extend on the same side of the
normal of the matter. In the illustrated embodiment, the imag-
ing unit 410 extends at 10 degrees. Such a configuration may
be of great interest for maximizing specular reflections com-
ing from surfaces whose normal extends at equidistance
between the imaging unit 410 and the lighting unit 404.

As it should become apparent to the skilled addressee, this
embodiment may be of great advantage since it may enable to
enhance detection of extremities of given elements such as
plastic bottles as a non-limitative example.

Moreover, light reflected from the conveying belt may also
be limited. This may be of great advantage for given applica-
tions, for example for limiting the portion of the reflected
light coming from a clean or smooth conveying belt and
which may not be reliable in some conditions.

FIG. 8 A shows experimental image data obtained with the
configuration of FIG. 7A while FIG. 8B shows experimental
image data obtained with the configuration of FIG. 7B. The
skilled addressee will appreciate that both configurations pro-
vide suitable image data for a crushed transparent bottle 802
and an uncrushed transparent bottle 804. The skilled
addressee will nevertheless appreciate that an object 806 with
flat horizontal surfaces may not be conveniently detected in
specific conditions with the configuration of FIG. 7B, as
detailed below.

Indeed, the left half of both FIGS. 8 A and 8B shows a clean
conveying belt 808 while the right half shows a dirty convey-
ing belt. As illustrated, in the configuration of FIG. 7A (see
FIG. 8A), the image data comprise reflected light coming
from the conveying belt for both a clean and a dirty conveying
belt. In the configuration of FIG. 7B (see FI1G. 8B), the image
data comprise much less information coming from the belt
when the belt in clean. As previously explained, this may be
of great advantage for enhancing detection of non-horizontal
surfaces of objects. However, detection of flat objects may be
more difficult, as illustrated.

Experimental results have shown that for (a) a light
uncrushed object on a clean belt, (b) a light crushed object on
a clean belt, (c) a light flat object on a clean belt, (d) a clean
beltalone, (e) an object on a dirty and dry belt and (f) an object
on a dirty and wet belt, characterization of the material is
greatly enhanced with the configuration of FIG. 7A compared
to the systems of the prior art. These results also show that the
configuration of FIG. 7B may also provide an enhanced
detection for (a), (b), (e) and (f) compared to the systems of
the prior art.

In order to provide a more versatile apparatus, in one
embodiment, an additional lighting unit mounted according
to a given mounting angle with respect to the lighting unit
may be used to generate an additional specular reflected light
beam. In one embodiment, each of the lighting units may be
mounted at different angles in order to maximize specular
reflections coming from various angles, as it should become
apparent to the skilled addressee. This may be of great advan-
tage for maximizing both the specular reflected lighting com-
ing from the horizontal surfaces and the specular reflected
lighting coming from the extremities of the inspected objects.
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For example, each of the lighting units may be mounted
according to the angular configurations shown in FIGS. 6A
and 6B respectively while the imaging unit is mounted to
collect reflected light coming from both lighting units. This
embodiment may be of great advantage to enable detection of
horizontal surfaces as well as detection of extremities of given
elements such as plastic bottles as a non-limitative example.

In still a further embodiment, the apparatus may be pro-
vided with a control unit (not shown) operatively connected to
the lighting unit for controlling projection of the concentrated
diffused lighting and thereby relative intensities of the specu-
lar reflected light beam and the diffused reflected light beam.

In one embodiment, the solid angle of the projected con-
centrated diffused lighting 406 may be adjusted according to
agiven application. This may be of great advantage in the case
the apparatus is used with various types of material. Indeed, in
this case, the solid angle of the projected concentrated dif-
fused lighting 406 may be adjusted so that the intensity of the
specular reflected light beam and the intensity of the diffused
reflected light beam extend in a similar useful range with
respect to the imaging unit 410.

As it should become apparent to the skilled addressee, in
one embodiment, the matter characterization data may be
used for sorting different types of material such as plastic,
metallic or cardboard objects.

In a further embodiment, the characterization of material
may comprise identification thereof. In other words, the spec-
tral absorption of the material which may be determined may
be used to identify specific types of plastic material. This may
be of great advantage for automatically sorting and classify-
ing recyclable plastic objects in a recycling center, as it should
become apparent to the skilled addressee.

Referring to FIG. 9, a method 900 for automatically
inspecting matter will now be described.

According to processing step 910, a concentrated diffused
lighting is projected onto at least a portion of the matter for
generating a specular reflected light beam representative of
the inspected matter. As previously mentioned, in the illus-
trated embodiment, the concentrated diffused lighting is
angularly projected onto the inspected matter but other
arrangements may be considered for a given application.

According to processing step 920, at least a portion of the
specular reflected light beam is imaged or collected to provide
image data representative of the inspected matter.

According to processing step 930, the image data are
analysed for providing matter characterization data based on
the at least a portion of the specular reflected light beam
representative of the inspected matter.

In one embodiment, as mentioned above, a diffused
reflected light beam may also be used in addition to the
specular reflected beam in order to image various types of
materials including diffusing materials. Thus, in this embodi-
ment, the processing step of projecting the concentrated dif-
fused lighting is further adapted to further generate a diffused
reflected light beam representative of the inspected matter, as
described above. The method further comprises processing
step of imaging at least a portion of the diffused reflected light
beam. In this embodiment, the processing step of analyzing
the image data is further based on the collected diffused
reflected light beam.

In one embodiment, processing step of projecting and pro-
cessing step of imaging are performed at a similar angle on
each side of a normal of the matter, as previously explained.

In another embodiment, processing step of projecting and
processing step of imaging are performed on a side of a
vertical normal of the matter, as previously explained.
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Inone embodiment, as illustrated in FIG. 4, processing step
of projecting a concentrated diffused lighting 406 onto the
matter 200 comprises providing a lighting beam 420; concen-
trating the lighting beam 420 to provide a concentrated light-
ing 422; and diffusing the concentrated lighting 422 accord-
ing to a given limited diffusion angle to thereby provide the
concentrated diffused lighting 406.

In an alternative embodiment, as illustrated in FIG. 5A,
processing step of projecting a concentrated diffused lighting
406 comprises providing a lighting beam 520; and reflecting
the lighting beam 520 towards the matter 200 according to a
given limited diffusion angle to thereby provide the concen-
trated diffused lighting 406.

In another embodiment, as illustrated in FIG. 5B, process-
ing step of projecting a concentrated diffused lighting 406
comprises providing a lighting beam 570; diffusing the light-
ing beam 570 for providing a diffused lighting 582; and
converging the diffused lighting 582 towards the matter 200
to thereby provide the concentrated diffused lighting 406.

Throughout the present description, the apparatus and the
method have been mainly described in the context of material
sorting and classification applications. It is nevertheless
worth to mention that various other applications may be
envisaged. For example, the apparatus and the method may be
used to provide inspection data based on the matter charac-
terization data to enable a defect inspection of the matter, as it
should become apparent to the skilled addressee. One appli-
cation may be the control of a continuous process manufac-
turing laminated sheet of Plexiglas for example.

The skilled addressee will appreciate that the described
apparatus may be of great advantage in given environments
such as dirty environments wherein the use of configurations
with each of the imaging unit and the lighting unit extending
on each side of the matter respectively may be prevented.

Although the above description relates to specific preferred
embodiments as presently contemplated by the inventor, it
will be understood that the invention in its broad aspect is not
limited to this specific embodiment and includes mechanical
and functional equivalents of the elements described herein.

What is claimed is:

1. An apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter, said appa-
ratus comprising:

a lighting unit for projecting a concentrated diffused light-
ing onto at least a portion of said recyclable matter to
generate a specular reflected light beam representative
of the inspected recyclable matter;

an imaging unit mounted according to a given imaging
angle with respect to the projected concentrated diffused
lighting for imaging at least a portion of the specular
reflected light beam to provide spectral data representa-
tive of the inspected recyclable matter;

an analyzing unit operatively connected to the imaging unit
for analyzing the spectral data and providing recyclable
matter characterization data based on the at least a por-
tion of the specular reflected light beam representative of
the inspected recyclable matter; and wherein the specu-
lar reflected light beam comprises specular rays selected
from a group consisting of specular rays of second sur-
face, specular ray of third surface, specular rays of fourth
surface and specular rays of a supporting surface sup-
porting said recyclable matter.

2. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the concentrated diffused lighting is
angularly projected onto the at least a portion of said recy-
clable matter.

3. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the concentrated diffused lighting
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further generates a diffused reflected light beam representa-
tive of the inspected recyclable matter.

4. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 3, wherein the imaging unit is adapted for imag-
ing at least a portion of the diffused reflected light beam and
wherein the recyclable matter characterization data are fur-
ther based on the at least a portion of the diffused reflected
light beam.

5. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the projected concentrated diffused
lighting has a solid angle comprised between 0.15 steradian
and 0.6 steradian.

6. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the projected concentrated diffused
lighting and the imaging unit extend one of at a similar angle
on each side of a normal of a supporting surface supporting
the recyclable matter and on a side of'a normal of'a supporting
surface supporting said recyclable matter.

7. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the lighting unit comprises a converg-
ing lens and a limited diffusion angle diffuser mounted with a
light source, the converging lens being mounted proximal the
light source.

8. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the lighting unit comprises a limited
diffusion angle reflector mounted with a light source, wherein
the limited diffusion angle reflector comprises an aluminum
sheet providing a diffusing mirror.

9. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the lighting unit comprises a diffuser
and a converging optical element mounted with a light source,
the diffuser being mounted proximal the light source.

10. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, further comprising at least one additional
lighting unit mounted according to a given mounting angle
with respect to the lighting unit to generate an additional
specular reflected light beam.

11. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein said recyclable matter comprises at
least one of transparent material and waste of differing mate-
rials.

12. The apparatus for inspecting recyclable matter accord-
ing to claim 1, wherein the recyclable matter characterization
data comprises at least one of recyclable matter identification
data and inspecting data enabling defect inspection of the
recyclable matter.

13. A method for automatically inspecting recyclable mat-
ter, said method comprising:

projecting a concentrated diffused lighting onto at least a

portion of said recyclable matter for generating a specu-
lar reflected light beam representative of the inspected
recyclable matter;

imaging at least a portion of the specular reflected light

beam to provide spectral data representative of the
inspected recyclable matter; and

analyzing the spectral data for providing recyclable matter

characterization data based on the at least a portion of the
specular reflected light beam representative of the
inspected recyclable matter; wherein the specular
reflected light beam comprises a plurality of specular
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rays selected from a group consisting of specular rays of
second surface (204), specular rays of third surface
(302) and specular rays of fourth surface (206) of said
inspected recyclable matter and/or comprises specular
rays (212) of a supporting surface (210) supporting said
recyclable matter.

14. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according
to claim 13, wherein imaging comprises imaging specular
rays of a supporting surface supporting said recyclable mat-
ter.

15. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according
to claim 13, wherein projecting the concentrated diffused
lighting further generates a diffused reflected light beam rep-
resentative of the inspected recyclable matter.

16. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according
to claim 15, further comprising imaging at least a portion of
the diffused reflected light beam, and wherein analyzing the
spectral data is further based on the at least a portion of the
diffused reflected light beam.

17. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according
to claim 13, wherein projecting and imaging are performed
one of at a similar angle on each side of a normal of the
recyclable matter and on a side of a normal of a supporting
surface supporting said recyclable matter.

18. The method for inspecting matter according to claim
13, wherein projecting a concentrated diffused lighting onto
at least a portion of said recyclable matter comprises:

providing a lighting beam;

and one of

A. concentrating the lighting beam to provide a concen-
trated lighting and diffusing the concentrated lighting
according to a given limited diffusion angle to thereby
provide the concentrated diffused lighting;

B. reflecting the lighting beam towards the at least a portion
of said recyclable matter according to a given limited
diffusion angle to thereby provide the concentrated dif-
fused lighting; and

C. diffusing the lighting beam for providing a diffused
lighting and converging the diffused lighting towards the
at least a portion of said recyclable matter to thereby
provide the concentrated diffused lighting.

19. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according

to claim 13, further comprising:

projecting an additional concentrated diffused lighting
onto the at least a portion of said recyclable matter for
generating an additional specular reflected light beam
representative of the inspected recyclable matter; and

imaging at least a portion of the additional reflected light
beam to provide additional spectral data representative
of the inspected recyclable matter.

20. The method for inspecting recyclable matter according
to claim 13, wherein analyzing the spectral data comprises
determining a spectral absorption of the inspected recyclable
matter.

21. Use of the method for inspecting recyclable matter as
defined in claim 13 for one of automatic material sorting,
automatic classification of transparent material, automatic
manufacturing process control and automatic inspection of a
continuous flow of recyclable matter.
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